Ten years after the launch of the National Crime Prevention Strategy (NCPS), South Africa is still bedevilled by high levels of violence. Given this situation, it is worth reflecting on the NCPS' analysis of the causes of crime and violence. In particular it seems the Strategy may have failed to recognise the important role that internalised racism, and related low self-esteem and concerns about status, would play in contributing to violence. These issues are discussed here in relation to the high level of interpersonal assaults in South Africa.
T en years after it was accepted by Cabinet, the National Crime Prevention Strategy (NCPS) remains the only policy of its kind to have been developed for the country.
1 Launched in May 1996, the NCPS intended to shift the aproach to crime in South Africa that focused on crime control, to one that emphasised prevention. The NCPS also promoted partnerships as a mechanism for preventing crime, along with a shared responsibility among a range of government departments rather than just the police and courts as had previously been the case.
The nature and impact of the Strategy has been analysed elsewhere.
2 This article is concerned with the detailed discussion of 'factors giving rise to crime in South Africa' provided in the NCPS. As articulated in the Strategy, these can be divided into those associated with the legacy of apartheid and those related to the transition to democracy.
NCPS on the legacy of apartheid
The NCPS says that the violence and intolerance which had dominated apartheid political culture was now 'spilling over' into the social and domestic arenas. 3 Criminalisation of political activity under apartheid had blurred the dividing line between political and criminal activity, and criminals used this to rationalise crime. Law enforcement and criminal justice agencies had been discredited which undermined popular discouragement -and contributed to popular approval -of illegal activities.
The NCPS also emphasised apartheid's socioeconomic legacy of "poverty, unemployment, and relative deprivation" as well as "youth marginalisation". Stark disparities in wealth, the NCPS said, operate as an incentive for criminal activity. With political rationalisations, these are also used as a justification for crime.
Marginalisation, it was argued, was also not only economic. Young people had been marginalised socially and in other ways, and felt rejected by the dominant culture, contributing to a crisis of identity. This was occurring within the context of the destruction of the family, the school and other vehicles of social cohesion.
NCPS on the impact of the transition

Breakdown of social controls
The NCPS emphasised that increased violence and crime conformed with a pattern of heightened instability and violence during political transitions in other countries. In South Africa the transition involved the "dismantling" of illegitimate apartheid era state institutions. The NCPS also refers to the "unshackling of democratic political process" -implying that there was a breakdown of the social control function performed by popular mass based organisations. Together with the fact that the negotiation process had been slow to transform the state institutions, this contributed to a vacuum of legitimate social authority.
Culture of violence
Related to the culture of violence, the NCPS argued, was the continued tendency for violence to be used as an instrument of political rivalry during the transition. This tendency contributed to the further growth of paramilitary structures which had become a law unto themselves. Violence which was ostensibly political was also a vehicle for competing claims over economic resources -a trend that further blurred the line between political and criminal violence. Now that South Africa was undergoing a process of transition, the culture of violence and legitimation of criminality were also reinforced by a "culture of entitlement" and expectations which had been generated by the process of political change. Due to the slow pace of change this was translated into frustration contributing to "escalating social conflict as well as violent and acquisitive crime".
The NCPS also argued that the shift from resistance to the politics of negotiation had resulted in the youth losing their role at the centre stage of political life. Ironically this also compounded their crisis of identity, propelling them into criminal gangs as a source of identity and social cohesion.
Impact of economic development
The NCPS acknowledged that economic development was necessary to address the causes of crime. But the Strategy suggested that development also contributed to crime. Sophisticated banking, telecommunications and transport systems, combined with weak mechanisms of regulation (including poorly regulated borders) and corruptible officials, all facilitated criminal activity and attracted crime syndicates to South Africa.
The injection of resources into communities as part of development might promote competition, conflict, crime and violence within these communities. Economic development, it was pointed out, would also not address the economic crimes perpetrated by the affluent, or the problem of crime syndicates or gender-specific violent crime.
Social change
Finally, dramatic social change generates stress and insecurity, and feelings of powerlessness and helplessness. Because of widespread crime and violence, everyone is forced to think of themselves as potential victims. These factors, the NCPS argued, would feed into the growth of paramilitary structures as well as vigilantism and the demand for guns. Another consequence of these "social psychological" stresses may be the resort to alcohol and drug abuse which itself feeds into crime.
According to the NCPS, the feelings of powerlessness -experienced by men as emasculation -are displaced into the domestic arena as a means of reasserting their authority "within those relationships in which they still hold sway", resulting in increased violence against women and children. Exposure of children to high levels of violence within the family in turn has a damaging and long lasting impact on the youth, according to the NCPS. 
Violence in South Africa
In reflecting on whether the framework for understanding crime provided in the NCPS is sufficient to account for violence in South Africa today, it is necessary to consider what form violence takes. A number of different types of violent crime can be identified:
• assaults related to arguments and domestic violence; • robbery; • rape and sexual assault; • conflict between groups over territory, markets and power such as gang warfare, taxi violence and political violence; • violence against state and economic institutions including protest violence and terrorism;
But the vast majority of violent offences (60%) in official statistics are recorded either as assault GBH or common assault. While these incidents could be related to several forms of violence referred to above, it appears that most are linked to arguments generally between two men. They also include incidents of domestic violence. Given that assault makes up the largest portion of recorded violence in the country, these are considered in the more detail below.
Interpersonal assaults
Incidents in this category generally involve people who know each other relatively well. The 2003 National Victims of Crime Survey indicates that in 30% of assault cases, assailants were "community members known to the victim", and 17% were friends or acquaintances. 6 In 12% of cases, the assailant was a spouse or lover. While it is likely that women were reluctant to report domestic violence to interviewers conducting the victim survey, especially because the interview was conducted in their home, the data suggest that domestic violence incidents do not make up the majority of cases in this category.
The Victims of Crime Survey data therefore probably don't indicate the extent to which women are victims of these types of assaults. Information on the sex of assault victims provided by the SAPS for the 2005/06 financial year indicates that 53% of victims of common assault, 38% of victims of assault GBH, 18% of victims of attempted murder, and 14% of victims of murder, were female. 7 This suggests that assaults tend to be more serious when both parties are male. It is also possible that reporting behaviour varies between men and women, with women tending to report less serious assaults more often than men. Roughly the same number of common assaults and incidents of assault GBH are reported to the SAPS, even though common assaults are presumably far more frequent.
While the majority of these incidents involve people who are known to each other, some do involve strangers. The Victims of Crime Survey indicates that in 11% of assaults, the assailant was completely unknown "with 20% of respondents being confident that the perpetrator was from the community though personally unknown to them". Murder can be linked to any of these forms of violence, as any of them can be fatal. It should also be noted that acts of violence falling into many of the above categories often involve actions which seem to be sadistic or gratuitous.
When an act of violence is reported to the police it is classified as murder, attempted murder, rape, indecent assault, assault common, assault with intent to inflict grievous bodily harm (assault GBH), common robbery, robbery with aggravating circumstances, kidnappings, or public violence. Thus, without additional information about the circumstances in which these offences happen, it is difficult to estimate the prevalence of many of the types of violence listed above.
However it appears that violent crime in South Africa primarily fits into the first three categoriesinterpersonal assaults, robbery and rape -and that these account for as much as 80-90% of all violence (Table 1) . One concept which is not discussed in the NCPS is that of self-esteem. International literature consistently links violence to low self-esteem and "fragile self-concepts". 11 Although at one stage analysts believed aggression may be linked to high self-esteem, this has since been refuted by research which finds that aggression is associated with a type of insecure and easily threatened inflated self-image which is underpinned by anxiety about one's worth or status: in effect a disguised low self-esteem. 12 Any disagreement or criticism, or even a perceived lack of consideration, may be experienced as undermining and threatening to one's self-image, thus provoking aggression.
Low self-esteem on its own then is not a predictor of violence. But the roots of violence are often found in mental-emotional states which serve as a psychological defence or compensation for low selfesteem. Perhaps the most important of these for understanding why people react very aggressively to minor insults (whether real or perceived), is a state of mind, underpinned by low self-esteem, which is associated with an inflated idea of one's own worth or status.
Research on homicide in Canada and the USA indicates that levels of violence, as measured by homicide, correlate strongly with levels of inequality. 13 While the authors see violence as being linked to "status competition", it is possibly more accurate to define this violence as linked to insecurity about status which is accentuated by high inequality.
The relevance of these findings is twofold:
• the importance given by individuals to their status, sometimes reflected in a pre-occupation with machismo, or consumer status symbols, but also associated with a disposition to over-react in relation to minor arguments, can be related to low self-esteem; • these findings also indicate that self-esteem and personal feelings of worth are affected by social and economic factors.
Heightened levels of inequality may feed feelings of inferiority and insecurity among people relating to their status. 'Status' here is used in the subjective sense of beliefs or feelings about one's ability to achieve standing, acceptance or respect among members of one's family, peer group or community.
In so far as they increase insecurity about status, social and economic factors increase the psychological motivation to compensate for this inferiority through inflated ideas about one's own worth. This in turn may increase the disposition to feel threatened by minor acts which are interpreted as challenging one's status. As discussed in the next section, in addition to inequality, other social factors which inspire feelings of inferiority, powerlessness, isolation or marginalisation may heighten these effects.
Low self-esteem and status insecurity in SA According to the NCPS, the main features of apartheid which were relevant to understanding violence in South Africa were:
• the violent nature of the apartheid system;
• the related tendency to rationalise crime as political; and • structural deprivation and marginalisation.
The NCPS emphasised that marginalisation "is only in part economic". But the Policy ignored racism as the core ideology in terms of which exclusion was justified, and did not consider the enduring impact of apartheid racism, and how this was internalised by many South Africans.
Perhaps the key to understanding the uneven impact of apartheid on self-concepts lies in the differential impact of apartheid on the family. The legacy of apartheid is partly reflected in single parent families (characterised by an absent father), the absence of consistent primary caregivers, and families which are plagued by problems such as alcoholism and violence.
The impact of the past on the family as a socialising institution was not uniform. The family has also been resilient, in many cases serving as a nurturing environment for young children despite the many challenges which they face. Nevertheless, the level of damage to the family is linked to a pervasive problem of people not developing the integrated personalities which come from growing up in an emotionally nurturing environment. Many of those who might be prone to internalised racism, low self-esteem and status insecurity -and thus potentially prone to violence -might come from these damaged families.
While the NCPS did not broach the issue of the enduring impact of apartheid's racist ideology, it emphasised that there would be a range of factors fuelling insecurity. The insecurity which fed the growth of vigilantism and the demand for guns, for example, did not simply originate in anxieties about safety, according to the NCPS. It also fed off the broader social uncertainty and instability generated by change. In turn, this would contribute to other social problems as well, such as alcohol and drug abuse.
The NCPS also detailed various factors detrimental to social cohesion such as apartheid, and violence both during apartheid and the transition process. But given that it was written in 1996 when the framework for development and growth was still the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), the NCPS could not have anticipated the form that economic growth over the next decade would take, and the degree to which this would undermine social cohesion in South Africa.
As opposed to the apartheid period when inequality mirrored the division between black and white, the post apartheid period has seen rising inequality within the black community. The breakdown of communal solidarity linked to the dissolution of apartheid and the increased social mobility of sections of society, not only undermines cohesion but reinforces insecurity about personal worth. While people are now included culturally, for instance through mass television, and politically through the democratic system, they continue to be excluded structurally through poverty and economic insecurity. The phenomenon of 'conspicuous consumption' further reinforces this type of insecurity.
One of the legacies of apartheid is therefore likely to be underlying low self-esteem among many South Africans. Though internalised negative racial stereotypes might contribute to this, this would not be the only factor. Emerging from low self-esteem, as well as from the broader sources of insecurity, are likely to be pervasive insecurities about status.
In so far as the combination of low self-esteem and an inflated concept of one's worth are the volatile mix that leads to certain forms of aggression, it would not necessarily be the most disadvantaged who would be the most violent. In the same way that efforts to enhance gender equality might fuel feelings of insecurity on the part of men who are invested in ideas about male superiority, racial equality may also feed into insecurity among those with an investment in apartheid ideas of themselves as superior. These insecurities could contribute to gender and racial violence, as well as aggression against other men from their own social group.
For example, low self-esteem and status insecurity might take certain forms in the coloured community, and might help to explain the high levels of violence in this community.
14 Linked partly to the continuing internalisation of racist concepts, members of the coloured community might be prone to see themselves, in racist terms, as lacking worth because of their colour. But, on the same basis, their 'part white' identity, which in the past served to elevate them above Africans, might be related to a tendency to an inflated, but fragile, sense of self-worth.
Accentuated by alcohol and drug taking, and aggravated by widespread firearm ownership, low self-esteem and status insecurity can plausibly be seen as key factors driving high levels of interpersonal assaults in South Africa.
Conclusion
This article has focused on the link between selfesteem and interpersonal assaults in South Africa. It is clear that violence in this country reflects the interaction of many factors, and the intention is not to suggest that self-esteem is the only, or even the main one, that should be considered.
Despite the passing of time, the framework provided in the NCPS continues to be relevant today. But a key shortcoming may be its failure to consider dynamics related to low self-esteem, in part a product of racism, and how these might feed into violence.
Finally, it is important to note that none of the frameworks discussed here explain why -although women would also be affected by low self-esteem and status insecurity -the perpetration of violence remains overwhelmingly the terrain of men. Part of the answer may lie in the fact that, while men may tend to deal with status insecurity through violence, women may resort to other behaviours and means of expression.
Endnotes 1 In discussing the NCPS, this article is referring to the strategy document launched in May 1996. The NCPS document is now available at <http://www.cjcp.org. za/otherresources.htm>.
